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Preparing High Achieving English Teachers to Work in Disadvantaged Schools: ‘I’ll 
Teach Shakespeare when I’m 60’ 
Abstract: 
The recent release of the Gonski Review recognises the decline in Australia’s schooling 
performances over the last decade, noting in particular a distressing increase in the 
‘achievement gap’ affecting students from low SES backgrounds (Gonski, 2012). The report 
details the need for more quality in teachers throughout the schooling system, particularly 
within the schools with the greatest academic needs.  
This paper specifically focuses on a group of high-achieving pre-service English teachers. In 
their last two years of university study, they participated in a program called Exceptional 
Teachers for Disadvantaged Schools (ETDS), designed to prepare them to work in 
disadvantaged or low SES schools. We wanted to capture their experiences of teaching in 
challenging settings during their practicum, and as they prepared to graduate, we wondered 
what they now felt about teaching English in low SES schools. Using narrative inquiry, we 
analysed a range of reflective data to gain insight into such things as their initial motivations 
for entering the teaching profession and how their preconceived expectations may or may not 
have shifted after practicum experiences in low SES schools. We encouraged open reflection 
about how they perceived themselves as English teachers.  
Introduction: Preparing exceptional teachers for disadvantaged schools 
Concerns about educational disadvantage have taken centre stage in recent years, with 
renewed attention in Australia and internationally on the relationship between quality 
teaching and social and economic participation. As part of this focus on what is commonly 
called the ‘achievement gap’, there are frequent calls for research explicitly focusing on 
teacher education programs that better prepare high-quality teachers who specifically express 
a desire to work in disadvantaged schools (Gonski, 2012; Howard & Aleman, 2008; Rice, 
2008). Rice (2008) argues that there is a need to place more of the very best teachers into the 
most challenging schools, yet Cochran-Smith, Davis and Fries (2004) highlight that teacher 
graduates in the top quartile (in terms of their academic test scores) are far less likely to 
accept positions in disadvantaged schools. Those who do accept such postings are retained 
for much shorter periods of time. Hence, the problem is not merely one of graduating more 
teachers: disadvantaged schools already receive disproportionate numbers of beginning 
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teachers (Connell, 1994; Vickers & Ferfolja, 2006; Ferfolja, 2008). In fact, this long-standing 
shortage of good teachers and the high-turnover rate in disadvantaged schools centres on the 
common practice of “[p]lacing the least experienced teachers with the most needy students” 
(Grossman & Loeb, 2010, p. 22). As in North America and the U.K., Ferfolja reminds us that 
attracting quality teachers is also an issue in challenging or hard-to-staff Australian schools 
where teachers often do their rime before moving onto “greener pastures”. (2008, p.6). 
Across Australia Faculties of Education are engaging in addressing the need for better 
teachers for these schools that need them most.  
Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor and Wheeler (2006) suggest that ‘quality’ teachers are among the 
most important requirements for a successful school. It is well-established that low-achieving 
students are often taught not just by the least-experienced teachers, but by the least-qualified 
teachers (Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2005). The Gratten Institute’s recent report into 
measuring student progress (Jensen, 2012) recommends a focus on improving teacher 
education. This includes a relentless, practical focus on learning and the creation of a strong 
culture of teacher education, collaboration, mentoring, feedback and sustained professional 
development. Jensen stresses that “[i]ndividual teachers have continually been shown to have 
the greatest impact upon student performance” (2012, p. 4) and picks up on the recent 
attention that has been paid to increasing teachers’ ‘content knowledge’ (Torff & Sessions, 
2009). This reminds us that effective teachers must possess significant and deep knowledge 
in their subject areas. This is seen to be especially important for low SES schools, where 
students who lack social or cultural capital are less likely to survive despite bad or shallow 
teaching.  
The Exceptional Teachers for Disadvantaged Schools (ETDS) project is a pre-service teacher 
initiative of Queensland University of Technology in Brisbane. It seeks to prepare high-
achieving pre-service teachers for employment in disadvantaged schools, selecting 
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participants on the basis of their high grades and their commitment to social justice. Now 
entering its third year, The ETDS project.   prepares both Primary and Secondary pre-service 
teachers to teach in disadvantaged schools; this paper focuses on the subgroup who are 
preparing to be Secondary English teachers. In the first two years of the project, 10 ETDS 
participants were in this subgroup.  
As program coordinators of a program based on mentoring, we have close personal 
relationships with our ETDS participants and maintain regular face-to-face, telephone and 
email conversations with each of them. An email was sent out to participants and formed a 
platform from which participating pre-service teachers could start to write personal narratives 
about how they saw themselves and their work as future teachers. As narrative inquiry, their 
email responses thus “reflect their experiences as they redefine their personal and 
professional selves” (James, 2007, p. 965) and unearth the manner in which they construct 
their encounters of the classroom and the school. While not unmediated by their previous 
experiences or what they have formerly encountered in their own culture and schooling, their 
other university studies and the media amongst other sites of produced knowledge, their 
emailed responses represent their situated thinking about their roles as English teachers in 
low SES schools with an emphasis on their lived experiences (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
Thus their narratives shed light on how this cohort of high-achieving pre-service teachers 
perceive what it means to be an English teacher in disadvantaged or low SES schools. In 
particular, we asked questions about their original motivations to become English teachers; 
their initial impressions of teaching English on practicum in low SES schools; the ways they 
revised their expectations and re-imagined their work during and after that practicum; and, in 
the case of those coming to the end of their course, their final reflections on gaining 
employment as secondary English teachers in disadvantaged settings. Their reflections about 
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their work as English teachers are extracted from the much lengthier, long-term narratives we 
collected from the cohort on teaching in disadvantaged schools in general.  
What do we know about the experiences of secondary English teachers working in 
disadvantaged schools?  
There is little question that attracting and retaining high-quality English teachers for 
disadvantaged schools is a problem in most OECD countries and that the attrition rates of 
new English teachers in disadvantaged schools is high (Thompson, 2002; OECD, 2005; 
Ferfolja, 2008; Freedman & Appleman, 2008). Clotfelter et al. (2006) reason that the high 
attrition of teachers in disadvantaged schools can in part be attributed to the pressure on 
teachers to ‘perform’. In the Australian context, the “transparent” nature of student 
performance on standardised tests, such as the National Assessment Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN), is increasingly positioned as a measure of a teachers’ success. 
However, the publication of school performance measures through such mechanisms as the 
My School website is argued by Jensen (2012) to be “prone to mismeasurement and may be 
biased against schools serving lower socio-economic communities” (p. 3). Despite these 
performance measures being compared with the results of ‘like’ schools, the issue 
controversially remains centred on the presumption that all school communities have the 
equal capacity to ‘perform’, as defined by test results. Recent moves by Australian 
governments to reward teachers and schools that achieve improved or ‘value-added’ results 
have further unsettled many within the teaching profession. This reaction comes from a 
perception that this presents a counterproductive and unfair working situation for teachers in 
lower achieving schools (Clotfelter et al., 2006; Illesca & Doecke, 2008). It is little wonder, 
then, that some quality teachers may feel themselves disadvantaged in schools where they 
perceive their teaching will not be rewarded.  
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Recruiting and retaining the best teachers to work in low SES schools is an issue attracting 
much recent attention internationally (e.g., Darling-Hammond, 2003). There is no question 
that high poverty schools have a high turnover of teachers. While little current work has been 
done specifically on English teachers, the literature seems to suggest that teacher attrition can 
also be attributed to a mismatch between expectation and job reality (e.g., McCann, 
Johannessen, & Ricca, 2005). For high-achieving pre-service English teachers, the thought of 
working in low SES schools with their plethora of literacy challenges requires identity work. 
Those who imagine being English teachers are often enamoured by literature and surprised 
when they find themselves in front of a class of students who have never read a book, or who 
have very basic reading and writing skills (Hochstetler, 2011).  
Recent studies name low student achievement as one of the factors that high-quality teachers 
find discouraging. Boyd et al. (2005, p. 171), for example, found that experienced teachers, 
are more likely to transfer or leave the profession when teaching lower-achieving students. 
This is supported by what Grayson and Alvarez (2008) refer to in their discussion of teacher 
burnout and their identification of teacher satisfaction as one of three factors related to 
teacher fatigue. Grayson and Alvarez’s findings indicate that teacher satisfaction is dependent 
on such factors as their students’ interest in learning, their willingness to work hard on their 
assignments and their understanding of why they are in school. These are often issues of 
cultural capital. They find, “[l]ogically, students with a studious and driven focus on 
academics are more likely to bi-directionally affect teachers in a positive way than those who 
are uninterested and preoccupied with issues outside of the classroom” (p. 1359). Other 
issues are also discussed with relation to English teachers. For example, the predominance of 
white, middle-class English teachers in low SES schools (Hans-Vaughn & Scherff, 2008) is 
an ongoing problem alongside the related issues of teaching hegemonic white texts to 
children from much more diverse backgrounds. It would appear, therefore, that many English 
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teachers prefer students with a middle-class orientation towards school. While teacher 
dissatisfaction can be attributed to a number of factors, we suggest that teacher education 
programs need better strategies to prepare highly qualified (or high-quality) teachers for what 
they might encounter in their low SES or disadvantaged classrooms, though, considering the 
generally middle-class orientation of teachers, one program on its own is unlikely to fully 
prepare teachers for what they may encounter when they enter these schools. 
 
Great Expectations: Motivation for becoming English teachers 
According to Bruinsma and Jansen (2010), the motivation to teach may determine the 
effectiveness of a teacher to educate their students. Just because pre-service teachers love 
books does not ensure that they will be good teachers, nor does it ensure that they will 
respond to the complex settings in which they may find themselves. Hochstetler suggests that 
“[s]tudents who choose to pursue a degree in English education often don’t fully understand 
what it means to be a teacher of English. There is a need for pre-service teachers to be more 
than just “admirers of the content” (2011, p. 256).  
In accordance with the research on what motivates English teachers, the love of literature 
emerged as a strong motivation for many of our participants. Mary explained her pursuit of a 
career this way: 
Specifically regarding English teaching, I love ‘classic’ literature, it’s what my 
bookcase is filled with and I want to pass on an appreciation for books and reading 
… the skills that are taught in the English classroom, are lifelong skills, in every 
career and in everyday life, students need to be able to read, write, interpret, make 
meaning, understand meaning, deconstruct, evaluate and create and these skills need 
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to be taught in a range of contexts (including ‘classic’ literature as well as popular 
culture and other forms of texts).  
Mary was typical in the passion she felt for her subject content. For Mary and for other 
participants, it was the love of the subject that led her to teaching rather than the other way 
around. Because they specifically went into the profession to impart this passion, we 
wondered if they would feel ‘let down’ if their students did not share their love of literature.  
However, not all of these high-achieving pre-service teachers had started out with this love of 
books and reading. Unexpectedly, another theme emerged. Though they were among the 
brightest of the faculty’s undergraduates, many of these future English teachers had 
themselves often grappled with: 
Unlike a lot of people in my course the technicalities of English, the spelling, the 
grammar, the pronouncing of words etc., didn’t come naturally to me. In fact, 
in primary school I attended remedial English Lessons and even was tested 
for dyslexia. This led to me, quite honestly, hating English. However, once I entered 
high school my teachers began to encourage me to think laterally about issues and 
express ideas in increasingly sophisticated ways. Indeed, it was the support of my 
wonderful teachers that I began to really appreciate the subject and became more 
invested in it. As such, my motivations for wanting to be an English teacher are really 
driven by these experiences; to spark the new generation’s love affair with English! 
Reflections such as this one were encouraged as it suggested that our participants were not as 
privileged as we had initially assumed. If they had struggled and succeeded against the odds, 
they understood firsthand the difference a good English teacher could make.  
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Numerous participants considered the capacity of a good teacher to empower the young 
students within the classroom, including Lynette who wrote: 
As a high school student, I was a reluctant reader—reading only what I had to read. 
The only books I did read were for English, and I loved them! I became an English 
teacher because I wanted to introduce as many students as I could to the amazing 
worlds that can be experienced through good books. I am no longer a reluctant 
reader, and would love to help other students understand how our imaginations, 
ambitions and lives can be inspired by reading good books. 
When I started this degree, I wanted to be an English teacher because I love kids, 
English is something I’m good at and enjoy, and I wanted to pass that enjoyment onto 
students. I loved the idea, too, of empowering students to be able to express 
themselves, and of teaching students skills that would increase their chances of 
success for their whole lives. 
Lynette aspired to merge a love of her subject with an avowed desire to ‘make a difference’. . 
We also wanted to observe what happened to these aspirations once our participants went on 
their first practicum in ‘real’ school. As future teachers with a strong desire to promote a love 
of English in their students, we were interested in how our participants’ lofty expectations 
meshed with what they encountered within the low SES school context. 
Things Fall Apart: Coming to terms with English teaching in disadvantaged schools  
Once again, we found our ETDS cohort were not as privileged as we had once imagined. The 
fact that teachers prefer to teach students who come from similar backgrounds to their own is 
well-established (Cochran-Smith et al., 2004), and while some of our participants had 
themselves gone to private schools or had come from highly educated families, this was by 
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no means always the case. As suggested in the previous section, some of the cohort had come 
from backgrounds that were disadvantaged and, on discovering English, Cathy found it 
liberating: 
My Aunt was a retired English teacher who often shared her disappointment with how 
my very remote and disadvantaged school neglected to teach me the ‘important 
things’. As a result I was introduced to Greek and Latin roots, grammar and 
canonised authors such as, Shakespeare, Dickens, Austen and Poe, not through my 
schooling, but through the constant questions and lectures my Aunt would give me 
through my weekend and holiday chores of milking cows on the family farm. In fact, 
the first time my school introduced me to a novel was in grade ten. I never read the 
book because I couldn’t find time between milking periods. I was also introduced to 
Shakespeare in grade ten, but during my Speech and Drama class, not English. I 
would like to teach in a similar school to try and introduce students to books and 
reading far earlier and with more variety than when I was at school.  
Cathy expressed dismay when she found the literacy needs of her students were greater than 
she had anticipated (and were much lower than hers had been at the same age). Though at 
university she had been exposed to content that theoretically prepared her to expect that this 
was likely to be the case, she found herself surprised nonetheless, and felt suddenly 
unprepared: 
This last prac was quite challenging, as the literacy levels of the students were much 
lower than I expected. As students in a disadvantaged school, they are the very 
students that need empowering the most, as their chances of success are already 
diminished simply because of their low socio-economic backgrounds. I felt powerless 
though, because in the four short weeks that I was there, there was not a whole lot I 
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could do except teach the lessons I’d been asked to teach, all in preparation for the 
students’ assessment. It seems there’s so little time to actually make a difference when 
the students’ needs are so great. 
Cathy was not the only participant to express her unpreparedness and disequilibrium 
(Bergeron, 2008). This theme, in some ways related to culture shock, became a topic of much 
discussion among the group members.  
One thing that I did notice on both pracs was that the level of student work was at 
many times below my expectation. 
Many of our cohort, however, shared their desire to adapt to the challenging classroom 
environments, and quickly became aware of the adjustments they needed to make in attitude, 
as well as the teaching strategies that were necessary in these low SES schools.  
Hard Knocks: Adjusting to low academic standards 
Dialogue during practicum has become a central component of the adapted curriculum we 
offer to our ETDS cohort. In their Californian teacher education program, Freedman et al. 
(2008) recognise the shift in teacher identity that can emerge from practicum. While pre-
service teachers may begin with preconceived ideas about what it means to teach, these initial 
beliefs are “subsequently revised in the context of social negotiation within other 
communities of practice, for example at their school site” (Freedman et al., p. 112). How, 
then, does practicum redefine how English teachers see their work? Many of our ETDS 
participants experienced the need to adjust to the low literacy levels present in the low SES 
schools, and discussed the skill sets and attitudinal change they would need in order to adapt. 
Lynette told us: 
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I originally thought I would be opening students’ minds beyond basic skills to the 
world of textual aesthetics, critical text analysis and creativity, and theoretical 
concepts; I did not think that I would be trying to do this while teaching the basic 
skills of primary school, thus, a lot of what I planned for would be put aside.  
[For instance] I had great difficulty in explaining the meaning of the term ‘gender’ to 
my students in year 9, which I still think they struggle with. This made doing in-depth 
theory work difficult, particularly when it came to writing or reading. However, I 
must admit that the students could, and did enjoy learning through a critical literacy 
pedagogical approach, but the activities had to be really ‘fun’ i.e. practical, 
imaginative, group work, fast-paced, with little writing or reading involved. I was not 
prepared at all for the low, low level of literacy these kids had; many of them could 
not write sentences, and the writing of their own name was generally indecipherable. 
Their short term memory wasn’t too good either, so, when I made a breakthrough one 
day, by the next day I would have to spend a whole lesson reinforcing the learning 
from the previous lesson, leaving no time to teach the new stuff. I thought that I could 
just get in there and expect students to be able to grasp concepts and write without 
too much difficulty, but this certainly was not the case. 
Practicum experiences were often challenging for our group. There were times when 
participants considered leaving the ETDS program. Not everyone in our group was certain 
that teaching in low SES settings was for them, and 4 participants left the program preferring 
in the end to teach in private schools or in ‘green leafy suburbs’. The combination of low 
literacy skills and behavioural issues accounted for many of their concerns. Both problems 
were sometimes seen as getting in the way of imparting that passion for the subject matter 
that had led them to teaching in the first place. Diane expressed her conflicted feelings in this 
way: 
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My experiences in ETDS have definitely challenged my preconceived ideas about 
teaching and in some ways has left me rather disillusioned. I enjoyed school as a 
student and had a great deal of respect for my teachers and loved learning, and so 
saw teaching as a career in which I could impart knowledge (one of the greatest 
things to have) to the next generation, that I could pass something on and make a 
difference. My experience on my last prac was nothing like this, at the school I was in, 
there was no respect for the teachers, I would spend the 80 minute lessons teaching 
myself as most of the time, none of the students would even be listening. I found it very 
difficult to deal with the fact that the students didn’t care about education and took it 
for granted. I grew up in a 3rd world country where there are many people who don’t 
get an education and I see it as something very valuable so I find it hard to 
understand how teachers seem to be trampled under the feet of students.  
By her final practicum, however, Diane had turned these feelings around. As she gained 
confidence, Diane felt increasingly empowered to instil this love of learning among her 
students. She stopped talking about students who did not ‘care about their education’ and 
started to believe she could make a profound difference and it was Diane who provided the 
title for this paper. On graduation, Diane was in the position of having the choice between 
two permanent teaching offers, both in so-called disadvantaged schools. Unprompted, it was 
Diane who decided she could teach Shakespeare to privileged kids when she was older, but 
would dedicate her early-career energy and enthusiasm to inspire less privileged school 
students.  
Although challenges were experienced throughout their practicum, many of our ETDS 
participants found support within the informal teaching networks already in place within 
these schools, helping to strengthen a desire to teach in these low SES settings: 
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One day in a Year 10 English class, we’d read an article as a class and I’d assigned 
the students a task from it. I was mingling with the students, making sure they 
understood what they were doing, and there was one boy who just didn’t understand 
at all. I explained it a few times in the simplest ways I could, and he still didn’t get it. 
I asked him if he understood the article itself, and he said, “I can read it, but it 
doesn't mean anything”. I asked him if he understood other texts that we’d looked at 
in previous lessons, and his answer was pretty much the same for them all. It seemed 
that he could read, but with very little comprehension because the meaning just didn’t 
register in his brain. I told my supervising teacher and she said she would ask the 
learning support people what we can do to help him, so that was positive in a way 
because now at least he will hopefully get help. But I felt so sad for this boy, because 
if he can’t understand what he reads, there are so many doors to him in his life that 
will be closed. More than anything, I just wanted to help him read.  
Many of our ETDS participants were frustrated: while they wanted to make an impact on the 
students within low SES schools, the reality creates barriers for this to occur. How, then, can 
teachers merge their desire to maintain high expectations of children in low SES schools with 
their realistic discovery of the low literacy skills that are often a feature of these schools? 
… it seems to me (from my experiences on prac and the attitudes of the teachers I 
saw) that ‘it’s too much to expect’ of a class to have them read a whole book (unless 
it’s really short and simple). This too frustrates me as I believe that as teachers we 
need to have high expectations (within reason) for our students—many students have 
read books such as the ‘Harry Potter’ series, they are not short/small books, so why 
can’t we expect a senior class to read Charles Dickens in ten weeks? If we as teachers 
don’t challenge our students, then there is nothing for them to rise to, nothing for 
them to aim to achieve.  
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While mentoring our ETDS cohort in schools, we heard other stories that prompted ‘aha’ 
moments, not just for our pre-service teachers, but for us as well. Unexpected insight was 
provided to us from a pre-service teacher at one very disadvantaged school regarding the 
teaching of the commonly taught novel To Kill a Mockingbird. At the beginning of the 
teaching unit, this teacher handed the novel to each of his students with the expectation that 
they would read it and complete assessment on its contents. At the end of the unit, a student 
approached the teacher, thanking him for making him read the book. Casually, the teacher 
responded with a “no problem”, to which the student replied, “No Sir, you don’t understand, 
this is the first book anybody has ever given me to read, and it was a ‘good’, serious book, 
not a comic”. This anecdote illustrates a common problem: low expectations were the norm 
in this disadvantaged setting. While low literacy levels took some of our ETDS pre-service 
English teachers by surprise, shifts also appeared to be made relating to their understandings 
of the socio-economic contexts found throughout these low SES schools. 
Pride and Prejudice: Correcting misconceptions (about family and context) 
As our pre-service English teachers began to grasp the complexities of teaching in low socio-
economic schools, they also came to understand their teaching as more than just passing on a 
love of subject matter: 
While I always knew that as a teacher I would have differing roles for students, I 
underestimated my role as a teacher of basic social skills (modelling correct 
behaviour, answering general lifeskills questions, etc), and a stability in their lives 
that serves numerous purposes (someone who sincerely cares about them and is 
interested in them, someone to talk to about their everyday lives, someone to 
challenge in the hope of being given clear and consistent rules and guidelines, etc). 
This highlighted the difficulty in negotiating a relationship that was kind and caring, 
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but not a friend. While this initially competed with my idea of myself as an English 
teacher, it has since rewritten and confirmed a new idea of myself in this role. 
However, the pre-service teachers struggled to reconcile their roles, unsure about whether 
they were sacrificing their ideas of themselves as ‘teachers’ to a new idea of themselves as 
‘social workers’, something they had not considered if they had imagined themselves in a 
private school or a school whose students were from higher socio-economic backgrounds. 
Previously, we referred to teaching as a largely middle-class profession and it is clear that 
stereotypes about the values of disadvantaged children and families abound, even in the 
Poverty Framework currently being adopted as professional development in many US 
schools (Bomer, Dworin, May, & Semingson, 2008). Hayes (2006) suggests that low 
community involvement and low attendance from parents on parent/teacher nights can 
provoke stereotypes and create assumptions regarding the social welfare of students in low 
SES schools. Our pre-service teachers were often surprised when they found it was not ‘bad 
attitude’ that affected students’ achievement, but a myriad of factors related more to poverty 
than values.  
This last prac I had a student in year ten, who had an assignment due for his English 
class in two days. He hadn’t even started it. I asked him what I could do to help with 
his assignment and his response was, “You could cover my shifts at work for me, or 
you could write the thing yourself.” When I suggested we work on it together during 
break periods he smiled and said, “I’m too tired to care. Miss, just fail me. It’s what 
normally happens, and it’s a hell of a lot easier for you and me.” When I asked him, if 
he wanted to fail, his response was passionate, “No, but what else can I do? I start 
work straight after school, don’t get home ‘til midnight, then have to get up and get 
back here by eight-thirty”. It broke my heart to know that he had so many other 
commitments to attend to outside of school commitments, and that he was going to 
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settle for a fail mark because that’s what he’d come to accept from his education. I 
contacted my student’s mother to see if there was some way for him to free up his 
time. His mother was very concerned about the responsibilities her son had and was 
determined to help her son complete his assignment. She asked for me to send her the 
details of the assignment and any extra information I could send to help her son get 
the work done. The next day she arrived at the school and sat with her son in the 
library to help him complete the assignment in time. This mother was so grateful that 
I made the phone call to let her know the situation, giving her the opportunity to do 
something to try and improve her son’s educational outcomes. 
We encountered many stories that illustrate how pervasive stereotypes are when they 
presume the values of parents from low socio-economic backgrounds. For example, a mother 
was observed waiting in one of the schools to speak with the principal. She had been 
disturbed by the book her eight-year-old child had brought home from the school’s library. 
This book was a copyrighted version of a ‘Manga’ comic strip called “Dragonball Z”, which 
contained pictures of bare breasts, and was replete with sexual innuendo. The mother had 
come to the school to make an appointment to discuss the issue with the principal. When it 
became clear that this mother was passionate about her child’s reading and had come across 
the material while helping her child the previous night, our ETDS participant was taken 
aback by her own initial assumptions about the mother based on her appearance and context. 
She recognised that many parents in the school did in fact deeply ‘care’ about their children’s 
education.  
My Place: Affirmations from high-quality pre-service English teachers on their new 
career paths  
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Practicum in low SES schools assisted in re-defining the aspirations of the ten English 
teachers who participated in the first year of the Exceptional Teachers for Disadvantaged 
schools program. For most participants, however, their shifting sense of themselves as 
English teachers did not diminish their commitment. On completion of one practicum Mary, 
for instance, wrote to us: 
I would say yes, this prac has confirmed my idea of myself as an English teacher. The 
challenges are a lot greater than I might have realised, but I really look forward to 
working full-time and having the time to actually make a difference. Hopefully that’s 
not too idealistic. 
Mandy expressed similar commitment, writing: 
As an English teacher, I have gone into this career with the goal of helping kids, 
giving them access to knowledge, and jointly enjoying their journey to successfully 
developing their knowledge and understanding. I feel like my prac confirmed this for 
me, though, it made me appreciate the baby steps rather than complete 
transformations, as I had originally thought. My experiences thus far in ETD [has 
confirmed] the fact that anyone can do and needs to do English from a critical 
literacy perspective; the kids need the empowerment, and thrive on successfully 
evaluating texts and concepts (no matter how small the critical considerations may 
be). It also confirms that learning must be relevant to students’ contexts, and that you 
need to teach literature that kids are interested in and is relevant to them, and I have 
always held this opinion.  
The ETDS program’s focus is on preparing the best teachers to work within the schools that 
need them most; however, one participant lamented her automatic placement as the teacher of 
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the highest level English class within such a school. She hoped in future to bring her deep 
content knowledge to all children at the school.  
I was excited about the prospect of having my second prac in a low SES high school. I 
was interested to experience the environments that the ETDS program had been 
preparing me for and to test my skills, knowledge and identity as a teacher within this 
context. However, I was placed with the Head of Department within the English 
sector and was given the task of teaching only those students within the ‘Extension’ 
English classes. Although I had a fantastic time and an incredibly successful 
practicum, I couldn’t help but feel like some of the experience of teaching in a low 
SES school had been taken away from me by not being given the opportunity to teach 
in any ‘Core’ or ‘Foundation’ classes. 
It seems that we need to be cautious of an achievement gap not only between schools, but 
also within schools. Mandy wondered whether all students in the school were getting a 
quality education though her comment also suggests she herself  differentiated between the 
high achieving group of students she had been given to teach and the rest of the school 
population who she imagined were less capable.  
Postscript 
The ETDS program overtly attempts to prepare the highest-achieving pre-service teachers to 
teach within disadvantaged schools. We are pleased that the issue of low SES schooling 
appears, to be finally gaining the national attention it deserves (e.g. in the Gonski report, 
2012) and we hope the ETDS program can continue to play a small part in closing the 
achievement gap. As Diane so eloquently put it:  
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I’ll teach Shakespeare when I’m 60 but for now, after having done the ETDS 
program, I think this is where I’m needed most.  
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